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MILITARY PROTECTION OF THE SANTA FE
TRAIL TO 1843
By HENRY PUTNEY BEERS
and Frenchmen passed between Louisiana and
SPANIARDS
New Mexico, but it remained for an American army officer to make an opening that resulted in the establishment of
trade on the Santa Fe trail. After the acquisition of Louisi.ana by the United States by the treaty of 1803 with France,
its exploration was undertaken by the army. Not long after
his return from an expedition on the upper ¥tssissippi,
Lieutenant Zebulon Montgomery Pike, who had entered the
service in 1794, set out July 15, 1806, according to orders
of General James Wilkinson, upon a tour to the Southwest.1
With twenty-two men, all soldiers except the surgeon', Dr.
John Robinson, and an interpreter, he pursued his way up
the Missouri and Osage rivers from st. Louis. From the
Osage towns he took a northwest course across what became
the Santa Fe trail to the Republican river, where he visited
the Grand Pawnees. Thence he crossed in eight days to the
Arkansas, and after dispatching Lieutenant J. B. Wilkinson,
son of General Wilkins~n, down that river, he began its ascent on October 24 along what became the Taos branch of
1. For divergent views as to the purpose of this expedition see: Isaac J ~ Cox,
The Ear!y Exp1.orILtwns of Louisiana (Uni';ersity of Cincinnati, University Studies.
Jan.-Feb., 1906, Cincinnati, 1906), 108ff.; Isaac J. Cox, "Opening of the Santa Fe
Trail," Missouri Historical Review, XXV, (Oct., 1930), 41-43; S. H. Hart and A. B.
Hulbert, eds., Zebu1.on Pike's Arkansaw Journa!, (Overland to the Pacific, I, Denver,
],932). lxxii, xlvi. Cox connects it with the Wilkinson-Burr schemes directed against
Spanish territory, but Hart and Hulbert, who have used Pike's maps and papers returned by Mexico, regard it as an exploring tour.
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the Santa Fe trail. Hardships, met in exploring the sources
of the Arkansas, forced the party south over the mountains
to what Pike believed were the waters of the Red river. Here
he built a stockade, but it turned out that he was on the Rio
Grande, and on February 26 he was escorted away by a body
. of Spaniards to Santa Fe and Chihuahua. After seeing the
country and being divested of his papers, he was conducted
through Texas and placed across the Sabine, reaching
Natchitoches on July 1, 1807. Hisexpedition and his journal
published in 1810 indicated the possibilities of trade with,
New Mexico. 2 In his book appears the first detailed account
of a journey to Santa Fe. 3
The first efforts of Americans to open the trade were not
successful, for it was contrary to the restrictive commercial
policy of the Spanish. Parties that went out in 1809 and.
1812 were seized by the authorities of New Mexico; the
members of the latter were kept prisoners until 1821, little
being done by the United States government to obtain their
release. In 1817 Auguste P. Chouteau4 and Jules De Mun
were ordered away from Purgatory creek, a southern branch
of the Arkansas, by Spanish troops, that had come out
against American troops reported to be in this region, and
a while later they were apprehended and taken to Santa Fe,
where they were held for a time.
Three years' later ·an American military party penetrated south of the Arkansas. This was the expedition of
Major Stephen H. Long which, after travelling along the
Platte and the South Platte from Fort Atkinson, a military
post established on the Missouri near the mouth of the
Platte in September, 1819,5 struck the Arkansas above present Pueblo on July 16. Farther down the river on the 24th,
2. A mem'oria! of the general assembly of Missouri presented to the senate in
December, 1838 recognized Pike's service in this regard. Cf. Senate Document, no.
472, 26 cong., 1 sess., 5.
3. Hart and. Hulbert, op. cit" lxviii, xcv; E. K. Gilbert, The Exploration of
Western America, )800·)850 (N. Y., 1933), 102
4. After graduating from the Military Academy in June, 1806, Chouteau served
as an ensign in the army until his resignation· to enter the fur trade in January. 1807.
5. Henry P. Beers, The Western Military Frontier, 1815-1846 (University of
Pennsylvania,- Ph.D. Dissertation, Phila., 1935), 42-44.
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a division of the party was made; Captain Bell continued
its descent while Long crossed it to search for the Red river
towards the south. After passing Purgatory creek the major
traversed the upper waters of the Cimarron along which
the main route of the Santa Fe trail was soon to lead. A
journey down Mustang creek brought the party to the Canadian, which was followed on its northern side until September 10, when, much to the disappointment and chagrin -of
the explorers, they found themselves at the Arkansas. They
had believed themselves to be coursing the Red river, and
there was nothing to do now but continue on to Fort Smith,
. which was reached three days later. Here they found Bell
whose trip down the Arkansas had been much disturbed by
. Indians, mosquitoes and hunger.
Not far below the division point, Bell had fallen into
a route which later came to be travelled to Taos; this met
the main travelled trail near the one hundredth 'meridian
where the Cimarron division of the trail crossed the
river; so from there to around the great bend he followed the
trail. From the point where it turned oft' across the prairies
towards the northeast, he proceeded on August 10 for another month along the Arkansas to Fort Smith.
From here the members of the expedition rode in sections to Missouri; during the two or three weeks he spent
in St. Louis, Long must have scattered information about
the Southwest. In the journal, published three years later,
it was stated that several eligible positions existed below the
Little Arkansas for, military posts. For the traders' now
travelling between Missouri and Santa Fe, his map was
usefu1. 6
6.
Edwin James, An Account of an Expedition from Pittsburgh to the Rocky
Mountains. performed in the Years 181". 1820. under the Command of Major Stephen
H. Long (Early Western Travels. XIV.XVII. edited by R. G. Thwaites. Cleveland.
1905), XVI, 244. In later years an occasional caravan followed Long's route along
the Canadian river. whose great length Long was the first to show. A native of
New Hampshire. and a graduate of Dartmouth. Long was transferred from West
Point, where he had taught mathematics, to the Topographical Engineers in April, ,
1816. He had performed reconnaissances on the upper Mississippi and on the
Arkansas and Red rivers.
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Within two years after Long and Bell's exploration a
'regular traffic was established to Santa Fe: ' A party led by
William B'ecknelF and another led by Thomas James and
John McKnight reached there at the end of 1821. That year
Becknell pioneered the route from the Arkansas through
the Raton mountains, and in 1822 he opened a shorter road
along the Cimarron, which became the one chiefly used. 8
Thereafter a steady intercourse was conducted over a·route
starting from the Missouri river below the Kansas, southwest across,the headwaters of the Osage and the Neosho to
the great bend of the Arkansas. Thence along the river to
the ford where a crossing was made to trav~rse the upper
waters of the Cimarron and the Canadian to Santa Fe, distant 780 miles from the Missouri.
The commerce of the prairies was a hazardous business,
for wandering tribes of Indians infested the route. Long
accustomed to raid the Spanish provinces at will, they now
found a new and nearer source of plunder in the caravans.
In 1821 the James-McKnight party 9 was molested by the
Comanches, and in 1823 McKnight was killed by them. Of
Becknell's party two were stripped, whipped and robbed in
1822 by Osages. ,Up to 1824 about fifteen_deaths resulted
from the depredations of these tribes and the Pawnees and
Kansas. 1o Spanish and French development of this region
had been prevented by the hostility of these wild Indians,11
Not only the tribes of the Southwest but the Otoes and' Pawnees of the Missouri and the Platte raided New Mexico.
7. This was probably the William Becknell who was an ensign in the United
States rangers in Missouri from July. 1814 to June, 1815.. Cf. F. B. Heitma,\,
Historical Register and Dictionary of the United States Army (Washington. 1903),
1, 205. Before and after the War of 1812, Becknell was employed at a salt works at
Boon's Lick. Missouri. Cf.
Executive document, no. 38, 22 coni., 1 sess., 99, 112.
8. R. L. Duffus. The Santa Fe Trail (N. Y., 1930), 67ff.; A. B. Hulbert, ed.,
Southwest on the Turquoise Trail, (Overland to the Pacific, II, Denver, 1933), contains Becknell's journal, 56-68.
9. This party stopped at Fort Smith, a military post established at the end of
1817 about 450 miles up the Arkansas. Cf. Beers, op. cit., 58.
10. Senate document, no. 90, 22 cong.,! sess., 81-6.
11. Grant Foreman, Indians and Pioneers, The Story of the American Southwest
before 1830 (New Haven, 1930), 3, 7, 10 ;W. P. Webb, The Great Plains (Boston,
1931), 120-126; R. N. Richardson, ,The Comanche Barrier to South Plains Settlement
(Glendale, Cal., 1934), 55ff.
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With the latter the Mexicans made a treaty of peace at Council Bluffs in 1824 through the cooperation of Major Benjamin O'Fallon,12 United States Indian agent. Missouri by
this time was of the opinion that the United States should
undertake the protection of the trail.
That year the matter was brought up in congress. To
the senate committee on Indian affairs, Richard Graham,
agent to the Osages and Delawares, recommended a post at
the mouth of the Little Arkansas for the protection of the
trade. 13 With the transfer of the garrison of Fort Smith
to a point eighty miles up the Arkansas near the mouth
of the Grand and Verdigris rivers, Fort Gibson was founded
in April, 1824, but it was too far removed from the trail to
afford much protection. Governor AJexander McNair of
Missouri, who was then' visiting Washington, approached
the government about the matter, and Senator Thomas H.
Benton interested himself in its promotion. 14 In December
he presented a petition from Missouri for a right of way
through the Indian country, more Indian agents, and consuls
in northern Mexico. 15 The next month he presented a report containing recommendations by Augustus Storrs, a
trader who had conducted a, caravan in 1824, for a road,
a post at the place where the trail crossed the Arkansas,
and agents at Chihuahua and Santa Fe. 16 An act of March
3, 1825 provided for surveying a road and obtaining the
consent of the Indians for its survey and use. 17 From Fort
12. Niles Register, XXVII (Nov. 6, 1824), i51. Hiram M. Chittenden, The
American Fur Trade of the Far West (N. Y., 1902), II, 507.
.
13. American State Papers, Indian Affairs (Washington, 1832-34), II, 452, Feb.
10; also in Hulbert, Turquoise Trail, 99-100. Graham was of the opinion that a post
below that point would be too far away.
,
14. F. F. Stephens,' "Missouri and the Santa Fe Trade," Missouri Historical Review, X (July, 1916), 239-240.
15. House executive document, no. 79, 18 cong., 2 Bess. In this appeared a let..
ter from Major Alphonso Wetmore, army paymaster, advising a road survey by commissioners accompanied by a small military escort. Becknell had recommended a
road in 1822.
16. Senate document, no 7, 18 cong., 2 sess.; also in Niles' Register, XXVII, 312316, Jan. 15, 1825; and in Hulbert, Turquoise Trail, 8-298. At this time the representatives of Illinois in congress were instructed to support protection of the trail.
17. By' President Adams, Storrs was appointed consul at Santa Fe and Joshua
Pilcher at Chihuahua; the former accepted.
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Osage commissioners conducted the survey of the road between July 17 and September 11, 1825. 18 While on the way,
treaties were made with the Osages and Kansas providing
for the use of the road by citizens of the United States and
Mexico without interference by them. According to provisions in treaties with the Otoes, Missouris, Siounes (sic)
and Ogallalas made by General Henry Atkinson and Indian
Agent O'Fallon during the Yellowstone Expedition of that
year, those tribes agreed not to molest Americans passing
to and from New Mexico. 19 The Mexican reaction to these
efforts of the United States was to send troops to Chihuahua
and New Mexico. 20 But in May, 1826 Joel Poinsett, American'
minister to Mexico, finally secured permission for the prosecution of the survey through Mexican territory, and Commissioner Sibley and Surveyor Brown, who had spent the
winter. in Taos and .Santa . Fe, returned to their work. 21
Brown's accurate and elaborate survey and map were never
published for the benefit of travellers on the trail, but the
war department found his map useful.
To executive authority was left the matter of the establishment of a fort. When Benton wrote Secretary of War
James Barbour about it in the spring of 1825, he learned
, that information was being collected. General Henry Atkinson of the Sixth Infantry who had been in command on the
Missouri river since 1819 when he established Fort Atkinson
at Council Bluffs, considered the great bend of the Arkansas
as the best site, but without mounted troops to escort the
18. The notes of the surv'eyor, Joseph C. Brown, are reprinted by Hulbert from
the Eighteenth Biennial Report of the KOJrIBas State Historical Society, 117-125.; cf.
Turquoise Trail, 107-131. They also appear in W. F. Connelly, Hi.,tory of Kansas,
State and Peovle (Chicago, 'N. Y., 1928), I, 100-112. Cf. F. A. Culmer, "Surveying
and marking of the proposed Santa Fe route (1825-6)," New Mexico Historical Re-'
view, IX (Jan., 1934), 78-97.
19. While these far away Indians were treated with, the more important Pawnees
and Comanches were neglected. Such treaties were of slight value anyway. The
Yellowstone Expedition was a military expedition conducted on the Missouri from
Fort Atkinson to the Yellowstone river.
20. W. R. Manning, uDiplomacy concerning the Santa Fe Road," Mississippi
Valley Historical Review, I (March, 1915), 521.
21. Manning, loco cit., 516-527. Sibley's diary of the stay in New Mexico is
first puhlished by Hulbert in Turquoise Trail, 133-174.
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caravans and pursue Indians its benefits would be limited.
Moreover provisioning it would be expensive, and since
troops could not be spared from the frontier he did not
recommended the erection of a post. 22 General Jacob Brown,
then commanding general of the army, however, advised the
erection of a cantonment on the Arkansas by two companies
of mounted troops to serve as a rendezvous. 23 Submitted to
the senate by Benton, this came to nothing. The war department was evidently not interested in placing a garrison in.
the then far southw~estern corner of the United States, but
this year it located one near the beginning of the trail.
Up the Missouri river from Independence, Fort Leavenworth was established in May, 1827 by Colonel Henry
Leavenworth and a detachment of the Third Infantry. Its
erection was also influenced by the concentration of the
Indians of the Old Northwest in this region, and by the growing traffic along the Platte river to the Rocky mountains. 24
Located just west of Missouri, there was not a better site
on the boundary between the settlements and the Indian
country for a fort to protect the Santa Fe trail. Thus instead of placing a post on the Arkansas, where its sole
utility would have been the protection of the caravans, the
government employed the garrison of Fort· Leavenworth
for that purpOse.
Robbery and murder by the Indians resulted in 1829
in the first military escort. . Three men were killed by the
Comanches and Pawnees in the fall of 1828, and on November 14 a notice appeared in the Missouri Intelligencer that
1500 of the latter had gone on a war party against the caravans. Despite the treaties, the Osages and Kansas had
molested the traders. From the Missouri legislature came
22. Amer. state papers, Ind•. af., II, 656-657, letter to Brown, Nov. 23, 1825.
23. Amer. state papers, military affairs, (Washington, 1832·61), letter to Barbour, Jan. 10, 1827; which was written as a result of further efforts by Missouri during 1826.
•
.
24. Major Elvid Hunt, History of Fort Leavenwo·rth, 1827-1"27 (Fort Leavenworth, 1926), 16; Chittenden, op. cit., II, 630; Beers, op. cit., 94-95. Leavenworth
was a native of Connecticut who had been in the arIDY since 1812, and who had established Fort Snelling in 1819 and had later commanded Fort Atkinson.

120

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

a memorial for their protection, but a bill for mounting some
infantry failed to get.through congress. This step was also
recommended. by Isaac McCoy, Baptist missionary to the
Indians of the Wabash valley and government agent for
their removal to Kansas, and W. H. Ashley, the .latter proposing a corps of 500 mounted riflemen. 25 In the Missouri
newspapers there appeared that spring a notice dated at
Jefferson Barracks26 April 18 to the effect that an escort
would be furnished the traders from Fort Leavenworth.27
,This post was temporarily empty but on May 14 four companies of the Sixth Infantry reached there from the former
place.
With this detachment of about 170 men Captain Bennet Riley marched on June 3 to convoy the traders and to
afford protection to the western frontier by impressing the
Indians. 28 Meeting the caravan captained by Charles Bent29
at Round Grove a week later, the combined company preceeded along the trail to Chouteau's Island, where the
traders crossed the Arkansas river on July 10 to continue
the journey alone, for the military were not supposed to go
farther than the boundary. But when word re~ched Riley's
camp the next evening that the traders had been attacked
and one killed, he broke camp immediately, crossed the river,
and joined them, only to find that the Indians had fled. Accompanying the traders to the Cimarron, Riley was back .
25. Senate Document, no. 39, 21 cong., 2 sess., 2, letter to Macomb, March, 1829,
which is reprinted in A. B. Hulbert, WheTe Rolls the Oregon, (Overland to the Pacific,
III, Denver, 1934), 136. Ashley was the Rocky Mountain fur trader who had opened
p the route along the Platte.
26. A military post established in 1826 on the western bank of the Mississippi
below St. Louis. Cf., Beers, op. cit., 53.
27. Nile8' Register, XXXVI (May 16,. 1829), 182
28. For Riley's report see Amer. 8tate paper8, mil. af., IV, 277-280, and reprint
in F. S. Perrine, "Military Escorts on the Santa Fe Trail," New Mexico Historical
.Review, II (April, 1927), 177-192. A more detailed account is given by Phiiip St.
George Cooke, a lieutenant who accompanied the escort, in his Scene8 and Adventure8
in the Army (Phila., 1857), 40ff. A native of Maryland, Riley had joined the army
in 1813; he had been a captain since 1818.
29. With his brothers, William and George, a';'d Ceran St. Vrain, Bent had in
1828 established Bent's Fort for trading purposes on the north bank of the Arkansas
river near the mouth of the Purgatory creek. Cf. G. B. Grinnell, "Bent's Old Fort
and Its Builders," Collections of the Kansas Historical Society, XV (1919.1923), 28·91.

.v

SENATOR THOMAS

H. BBNTON

(Twitchell, Jl1-iUtnrJj OCGu-pat,ion of New Mexico, 248)
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at the Arkansas on the seventeenth. For nearly three months
he camped along the river waiting for the return of the
traders. A surprise attack was made by Comanches andKiowas on August 3 in which a soldier was killed and about
forty oxen and twenty horses were killed or injured~30 No
pursuit of the Indians could be made since the soldiers had
no horses, but considerable damage was done with a small
cannon. After the command moved down the river, the
Indians again gave battle, and, although they were more
wary of the muskets, another soldier was killed. The en-suing two months were peaceful, and on October 11, the
time agreed upon with the'traders having expired, the march
homeward was begun. That same day an express came ,up
from the caravan which was only a day behind with a Mexican escort under Colonel Vizcarra. Furnished at the suggestion of Riley, this escort had sllstained an attack from
the Indians at the Cimarron. After exchanging civilities
and military demonstrations with the Mexicans, the Americans resumed, their journey to Missouri. Nothing eventful-occurred, and on November 8 the escort took up quarters
in Fort Leavenworth. During this c~mpaign in which the
first important encounter between United States soldiers and
the plains Indians of the Southwest occurred, four of the
former were killed. 31 So successful was the introduction
of oxen by -Riley that about half of the wagons subsequently
travelling the trail used them instead of mules.
Further protection of the trail was planned by the war
department. 32 Generals Macomb and Leavenworth both
favored it; the former recommended mounting eight companies of infantry for the protection of the western frontier
30. Riley believed these Indians and Arapahoes were the attackers, but Bince
the latter tribe was usually at war witb the other two, it is unlikely they participated.
Riley said eight, Cooke said nine Indians were killed. Eight years later Riley wrote
that he had with 150 soldierB defeated 800 Indians, killing or wounding forty of them.
Cf. Amer. state papers, mil. af., VII, 958, Riley to L. F. Linn, August 28, 1837.
31. Senate document, no. 90, 22 cong., 1 Bess., 58-59, 86.
32. Amer. state papers, miL af., IV, 154, Eaton's report, Nov. 30, 1829. John
H. Eaton waB the secretary of war from March, 1829 to June, 1831.
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and the Santa Fe trade. 33 Congress, which had again received petitions.from Missouri, considered this, but nothing
was done. Since the infantry escort had proved unable to
cope properly with the Indians, the army seems not to have
ventured again on the trail until provided with mounted
troops.
Events on the trail contributed towards the formation
of such a corps. With his former partners in the fur trade,
David E. Jackson and William L. Sublette, Jedediah S.
Smith entered the Santa Fe trade in 1931. Before their
caravan reached the Arkansas 'a young man attached to
it was killed by the Pawnees, and on the Cimarron, while
looking for water, Smith was killed byComanches. 34 He
had strong friends in Missouri where the protection of the
trail was still being agitated. Pursuant to a resolution of
March 2, 1831, the president submitted to the senate on
February 8, 1832 a report on the fur trade and the trade
to Mexico. 35 Contained in it were letters from William Clark,
superintendent of Indian affairs at St. Lo~is, Joshua Pilcher,
former head of the Missouri Fur Company and then a factor
of the American Fur Company at Council Bluffs, Alphonso
Wetmore and John Dougherty in favor 'of measures for the
. protection of the trail. Mounted troops were urged by
Clark and Pilcher, and the latter, referring to the death of
Smith, proposed the establishment of a post midway between
the western boundary of Missouri and the Arkansas river. 36
But Dougherty, who was Indian agent at Fort Leavenworth,
suggested a garrison of five or six companies on the Arkansas
. river, of which one company should be mounted. Mounted
troops wer~ also considered necessary for the protection of
the Indian frontier on which the Black Hawk War was then
33. Ibid., 219, letter to Eaton, Jan. 4, 1830. Alexander Macomb was commanding general of the army from 1828 to 1841.
34. H. O. Dale, The Ashley-Smith Exploration and the Discovery of a Central
Route to the Pacific, 1822-1829 (Cleveland, 1918), 290-299.
,35. Senate docu.ment, no. 90, 25 cong., 1 sess.
36. Major Wetmore's letter regarding the Santa Fe trade is reprinted in the
Missouri Historical Review, VIII (July, 1914), 177-197, and in Hulbert, Turquoise Trail,
175-198. He made no specific recommendations.
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being waged; so an act of June 15, 1832 authorized the organization of a body of rangers.
The use of these horsemen on the trail had been planned
by the new secretary of war, Lewis Cass. 37 That year
an escort of one company was furnished,38 but it started so
late that it met the traders before reaching the Arkansas. 39
The killing of two members of a party returning from Santa
Fe during the winter by Comanches and Kiowas emphasized
the need for continued protection of the trade. Captain
Matthew Duncan was ordered by Major Henry Dodge on
March 31, 1833 to prepare his company of rangers for an
escort to the Arkansas. 4o According to a notice that appeared
in the Missou1'i Republican of April 23, the traders were
preparing to rendezvous near the Missouri boundary, whence
they were to be escorted by a: detachment of the United
States army.H When Indian Commissioner Henry L. Ells-·
worth reached the Kansas river on his way to Fort Leavenworth in July, he met a party of rangers just returning
from escorting traders. 42 In August Colonel Dodge reported the return of Captain Duncan from an 800 mile
march on the southwestern frontier. Such are the military annals of the trail for the years 1832 and 1833.
Part of the military activity on the southwestern frontier in 1834 was another convoy on the Santa Fe trail. To
proted the trade and to keep peace among the Indians, the
Indian commissioners, Montford Stokes, H. L. Ellsworth
and J. F. Schermerhorn, who had been appointed in July,
37. Cass, former .governor of Michigan Territory, served from August, 1831
to October, 1836.
.
38. Amer. state papers, mil. af., V, 31, Macomb's report, Nov., 1832; cf. Jackson's message in J. D. Richardson, A Compilation of the Messages and Papers of the
Presidents (N. Y.,

39.
40.

1924), 1157-8.

Stephens, loco cit., 257.
William Salter, "Henry Dodge," Iowa Historical Record, VI (April, 1890),
453. Gives the order.
41. The notice is reproduced in Publications of the Nebraska State Historical
Society, XX, 54, and in Perrine, loco cit., 176, but the latter dates it 1832. Miss Stella
M. Drumm, however, kindly located the notice for the writer in the Missouri Republican
of April 23, 1833.
. 42. John T. Irving, Indian Sketches taken during an Erepedition to the Pawnee
and other Tribes of American Indians (London, 1835), 21-26.
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1832 to investigate Indian affairs on the western i,rontier;
suggested in February, 1834 the location oi a garrison on
the Arkansas above the Little Arkansas as near the trail
as possible, but General Henry Leavenworth, on his arrival
at Fort Gibson to take conimand of operations on the s'outhwestern irontier, ordered Colonel Dodge on April 23 to
furnish some dragoons. 43 Lieutenant J. H. K. Burgwin was
sent to Missouri to communicate with the traders. Command of the escort was assigned to Captain Clifton Wharton, of Philadelphia, an officer in the army since 1818, who
had participated in the organization of the dragoons in the
preceding year. Leaving Fort Gibson on May 13, he reached
the south fork of the Neosho on June 3, and five days later
was joined by the caravan of nearly 100 wagons led by
Josiah Gregg. 44 The proffered escort was accepted and on
the tenth the combined company headed towards the Arkansas. During this portion of the journey the captain had
talks with Kansas Indians met on the road. At the cross-'
ing of the river he had difficulty in preventing the traders,
whose confidence in their own numbers and the presence
of the dragoons made them belligerent, from firing upon
the Comanches., His purpose to jnvite these Indians -to
meet Colonel Dodge on his expedition into the prairies
was defeated by Gregg's crossing over the river and threatening them with the troops unless they moved away. Wharton refused to accompany the traders south of the Arkansas,
for he did not intend to violate the boundary. So after they
had crossed over, he began on June 28 the return march,
which ended at Fort Gibson without incident July 19. Sickness had come upon the captain and many of his men during
the tour. For such a large caravan an escort was unneces43. James Hildreth, Dragoon Campaigns to the Rocky Mountains, being a History
of the Enlistment, Organization, and First Campaigns of the Regiment of United
States Dragoons by a Dragoon (N. Y., 1836), 105-106. This book has been commonly ascribed to Hildreth, but Joseph B. Thoburn casts doubt upon this in "Th'e
Dragoon Campaigns to the Rocky Mountains," Chronicles of Oklahoma, VIII (MarCh,
1930), 35-41. The dragoons had been provided for by an act of March 2, 1833 to displace the rangers. Cf. Beers, op. cit., 109-110.
44. Wharton's journal appears in Perrine, loco cit., 268-285. .
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sary, and it only served to encourage the traders to adopt
a hostile demeanor towards the depredating Comanches,
thereby increasing the danger for small parties. 45
For the next five years no escorts seem to have been
provided for the trail. Wharton's report did not favor them,
for the greatest danger was south of the Arkansas and affording protection beforehand placed the traders in worse
moral condition. Missouri ceased her agitation, and the
traders organized for their .own protection. Moreover for
severll,l years there seems to have been less molestation from.
the Indians, which was the result of the impression already
made by the military'. To this additions were made in 1835.
Part of the route of Colonel Dodge's Rocky Mountain
e:xpedition of 1835 was over the Santa Fe trail. Leaving
Fort Leavenworth May 29 with a hundred dragoons, he
traversed the Oregon trail and the South Platte and crossed
over to the Arkansas which was reached on July 30. At
Bent's Fort he met with a delegation of Pawnees, that he
had brought along, the Cheyennes, Arapahoes, Gros Ventres
and a few Blackfeet. Between the Cheyennes and the
Pawnees he effected a peace, and for the former'tribe secured the appointment of chiefs to whom he presented
medals. Thus were begun the relations between the United
States and the Cheyennes and Arapahoes of the upper
Arkansas. Resuming its way down the Arkansas, the expedition crossed the Pawnee Fork on August 30, the Neosho
on September 8, and reached Fort Leavenworth eight days
later. As the latter part of its course had been the same
as that followed by ,the caravans, the Indians must have
been duly impressed. Sites for posts had been observed
about forty miles below Bent's Fort and near the bend of
the river, which, it was believed, would be the most favora45. All Gregg had to say about this escort was that sixty dragoons were led by
Captain Wharton. According to the latter's report he had some reason not to say'
more. Cj. Gregg, Commerce oj the Prairws, or the Journal oj a Santa Fe Trader
(N. Y., 1845), I, 31. While Wharton was escorting the traders, Colonel Dodge led
500 dragoons on an expedition to the .Pawnee Pict villages north .of the Red river.
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ble depot for troops.46 But like previous recommendations
this came to nothing.
,
During his tour the colonel had hoped to meet the
Comanches and Kiowas near the Santa Fie trail, but he did
not encounter them. While he was journeying homeward,
however, General Matthew Arbuckle, who had resumed
command on the southwestern frontier following Leavenworth's death on the dragoon expedition to the Pawnees
in 1834, and Commissioner Stokes concluded on August 24
the first treaty of the United States with the Comanches
and Wichitas. By these tribes unmolested passage was to
be afforded citizens of the United States to and from Mexico. 47 In 1837 a similar treaty was made with the Kiowa,
Kiowa Apaches and TawakonL But, like the earlier treaties
with the Osages andthe Kansas, these were not overly effective'. Up to this time the Apaches had usually allowed Ameri;.,
cans to pass undisturbed, but after 1837, when an attack
was made on them by a body of Americans in the employ
of the government of Sonora, they became hostile.
Trader Gregg-Was again given an escort in 1839. To
take advantage of a French blockade of the Mexican ports, "
he chose a· route along the Canadian from Van Buren,
Arkansas. His application to General Arbuckle for an escort was met with the answer that troops could not be
spared, because of troubles with the Cherokees. So on April
21 his caravan of fourteen wagons took the road with only
its crew of thirty-four men. 48 But at the edge of the Cross.
Timbers, he was overtaken about the middle of May by
Lieutenant James M. Bowman, a graduate of West Point,
who had been transferred from the rangers in 1833, and
forty dragoons. That night was spent at old Camp Holmes,
46. Lieut. G. Kingsbury, Report of the expedition of the Dragoons, under the
command of ColOnel Henry Dodge, to the Rocky Mountains, during the summer of
1835, &. House executive document, no. 181, 24 cong., 1 sess., 28'.
47. Indian Treaties between the United States and the Indian Tribes, 1778-1837
(Washington, 1837), 626.
48. Gregg, op. cit., II, Iff.; cf. Thomas M. Marshall, "Commercial Aspects of
the ,Texan Santa Fe Expedition," The Southwestern Historical Quarterly, XX (Jan.,
1927), 245; Army and Navy Chronicle, IX (Sept. 19, 1839), 189; Report of Secretary
of War, 1839, 56.
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a former military station on the Canadian, where some
Comanches on the way to Fort Gibson were met. The
journey was prosecuted along the north bank of the Can. adian, the route Major Long had followed eastward in
1820. Early in June more Comanches were met, and invited by the lieutenant to visit Washington. The next day,
June 7, Bowman, who was already west of the boundary
at the hundredth meridian, turned back, leaving the caravan
to pursue its way alone through the most dangerous part
of its trip. Ordered to Fort Wayne on his return to Fort
Gibson, Lieutenant Bowman was taken sick and died July
21. Gregg reached Santa Fe and Chihuahua in safety, but
while returning along the south bank of the Canadian in
March, 1840 suffered an attack by Pawnees. Not much
damage was done and on April 22 the caravan entered Van
·Buren.
The next escort Was occasioned by the efforts of Texas
to expand towards the northwest where she claimed all
territory east of the Rio Grande. Gregg's trip revealed to
President Lamar the possibilities of trade between Texas'
and'Santa Fe. To promote this and to effect a peaceful conquest of New Mexico, an expedition was sent out in 1841
under General Hugh McLeod,49 but it fell into the hands
of the Mexicans and was carried to Mexico City. Besides
having this disaster to retaliate for, Houston, who succeeded
Lamar in December, 1841, maintained that trade passing
through Texas territory was subject to customs. One Warfield, who was commissioned to operate on the trail, went
to Missouri in the latter part of 1842 and enlisted a number
of frontiersmen. 5o Houston also authorized Jacob Snively
to waylay caravans illegally traversing Texan soil. Consequently applications were made by American citizens and
by General Almonte, the Mexican representative at 'Washington, for an escort of troops from Missouri to Santa Fe.
49. A native of New York and a graduate of West Point, McLeod had resigned
his lieutenancy in the U. S. army June 30, 1836 to enlist in the cause of Texas.
50. W. C. Bi;'kley, The Expansion Movement in Texas, 1836-1850 (University of
California, Publications in History, XIII, Berkeley, 1925), 106.
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In the following month, April; Colonel Stephen W. Kearny,
commanding at Fort Leavenworth, wrote that a number
of desperate characters had left the frontier of Missouri
to prey upon the trade, and that an escort had been ordered.
The desperadoes he referred to massacred, a small party
of Mexicans .led by Don Antonio Jose Chavez, a prominent
citizen of New Mexico, for which they were later hanged
or imprisoned..
From Fort Leavenworth the escort departed on, May
27; in chief command was Captain Philip St. George Cooke,
who had been with Riley in 1829, and other companies were
led by Captain Benjamin D. Moore and Lieutenant William
Bowman. Besides eleven wagons the expedition had two
brass mountain howitzers. Falling into the trail on .the
thirtieth, it reached Council Grove on June 3, where on the
next day Captain B. A. Terrett arrived from Fort Scott
with twenty-three more men, which made the total 190.
Two days later the military and the traders, numbering
140, half Americans and half Mexicans, left the rendezvous.
- -----~--Soon-Cooke51 went ahead-of the-slow moving-caravan, but
on June 11 he sent Captain Moore back to accompany it.
On Walnut creek at the great bend of the Arkansas, Cooke
received a visit from Captain Nathan Boone. With sixty
troopers, later joined by eighteen others, this officer left
Fort Gibson May 14, and, after travelling for a time up
the north bank -of the Arkansas, he- traversed the region
between it and the Cimarron to the Santa Fe trail; which
he reached June 7. 52 Crossing back to the southern bank
of the Arkansas shortly, he followed it to a point opposite
Walnut creek. Here on different sides of the river the two
commands camped, hunted and visited, while waiting for
51. Cooke's journal is edited by W. E. Connelley in Mississippi Vaney Historical
Review, XII (JunecSept., 1925), 72-98; 227-255. Cf. Army and Navy Chronicle, I
(May 11, June 22, 1843), 570, 767. Fort Scott had been established in 1842 west of
Missouri.
52. Boone's journal appears in Louis Pelzer, Marches of the Dragoons, in the
Mississippi VaUey (Iowa City, 1917), 181-241, and in Chronicles of Oklahoma, VII
(March, 1929), 58-105, edited by W. J. Fessler. Boone was a son of na'niel Boone; he
had been in the rangers and dragoons since 1832. .
.
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the arrival of the caravan. On June 22 Boone departed,
having been informed by Cooke that the traders did not
fear attack and believing Cooke strong enough. After riding south across the Cimarron and the Canadian and along
the latter stream, Boone reached Fort Gibson on July 31.
The day of his departure from the Arkansas Cooke learned
froni the trader, St. Vrain, that Snively was waiting at the
crossing.
, As the traders had come up, Cooke started on June 24
up the Arkansas, marching just ahead of the caravan. Near
the crossing six days later he surprised some Texans in
American territory north of the river. Summoning Snively
across the river, Cooke examined his commission,53 which
he considered irregular, and informed.him that he was in
American territory, since the boundary crossed the river
above that place. He therefore, obliged the Texans to surrender their arms; some of the dragoons crossed over the
river to search their camp. So that the Texans could get
food, ten guns were returned, and all who wanted it were
offered escort back to the United States. Continuing up
the river with the traders three more days to their crossing
place, Cooke started the return march on July 5. Beyond
the Pawnee Fork on the eighth, he overtook a squadron
he had detached under Captain Terrett to escort fifty Texans
who had accepted his offer. He now permitted some of
them to leave for Texas. At Elm Grove, Terrett departed
for Fort Scott, and on the following day, June 21, Cooke
reached Fort Leavenworth. The caravan he had escorted
reached Santa Fe; his operations against the Texans also
opened the way for other traders.
But much resentment was felt in Texas against Cooke's
unwarranted interference. Her indignity was augmented
when General Edmund P. Gaines not only approved Cooke's
action, but declared that, for the purpose of protecting
American citizens, he regarded the territory as far as the
53. It appears in Diplomatic Correspondence of Texa.; edited by George P.
Garrison, American Historical Association, Annual Report, 1908, II, 217.
Register, LXIV (Aug. 26, 1843), 406.
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Rio Grande as neutral ground. 54 Anson Jones, the Texas
secretary of state, thought this elongation pretty good
stretching; although the government of Texas had itself attempted to perform boundary feats, it did not like this.
Upon in'structions from Jones" Isaac Van Zandt, Texan
representative at Washington, communicated on November
10 with Secretary of State Upshur, expressing the hope
that the acts of Cooke and Gaines would be disclaimed,
that they would be punished and that indemnification would
be made.55 Upshur investigated the matter and intimated
that Gaines was considered crazy and that his doctrines
were unauthorized. 56 A court of inquiry held upon Cooke
at FOrt Leavenworth was of the opinion that the affa~r
occurred in. the United States, but this could be determined
only by a survey; it found nothing in his conduct "harsh
or unbecoming; and that he did not exceed his authority."57
Two years later during Kearny's dragoon expedition Cooke
was present when an observation found the scene of the
difficulty to be within American territory. Texas accepted
an offer of compensation for the arms, which were found
to be worth $1900. 58 No further operations were undertaken'
by Texas in that quarter. The Mexican reaction was to
close the New Mexican ports for several months. For years
Cooke experienced the animosity of the Texans. 59
Early in August, 1843, orders reached Fort Leavenworth for another escort, all the way to Santa Fe if necessary. With the same three companies that had so recently
returned from the previous journey, Cooke left Independence on August 24 with a caravan of 175 wagons, the
largest that had ever left there, composed almost entirely
54. Army and Navy Chronicle, II (Aug. 17, 1843), 206; Niles' Register, LXIV
(Aug. 19, 1843), 386. Born in Virginia in 1777, Gaines had been in the army since
1799, and since 1821 had commanded the western frontier.
55. Senate document, no 1, 28 cong.• 2 sess., 98.
56. Diplomatic correspondence of Texas, 1908, II, 228-229, Van Zandt to Jones,
Nov. 30.
57. Ibid., 1908., II, 301-2; Senate document, no. 1, 28 cong., 2 sess., 109-110.
~8. Senate document, no. 43, 29 cong., 1 sess.
Cooke believed this even extended to attempts at assassination. Cf. W. R.
Bernard, "Westport and the Santa Fe trade," Kansas State -Historical Society, ,Collections, IX (1905-1906), 556.
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of Mexican owners. 60 At Council Grove,which he reached
with part of the caravan August 31, he found Second
Lieutenant R. S. Ewell with a platoon of company A from
Fort Scott. Twenty-five mo,re dragoons were. obtained
near the. Little· Arkansas from Captain Enoch Steen, who
had been sent out from Fort Gibson for the protection of
the trail. With his remaining twenty-nine men the unwell
Steen returned to the settlements. Much of Cooke's tini.e was
spent camping, drilling and hunting, for such a large caravan
moved very slowly. September 15 while still at the Little
Arkansas the company he had escorted out in the spring
appeared on its return. About a week later after reaching
the Arkansas signs of Indians were seen; so fifty dragoons
were ordered back to the wagons. The escort· had to· go
no farther than the Arkansas c;rossing, for there it met a
Mexican escort. General Gaines's letter concerning the
trail had produced this, and now the commander refused
Cooke's invitation to cross the river. So after the caravan
had crossed It, Cooke gave a salute and executed an aboutface. His return journey took twenty days. According
to his report American traders did not need or desire pro.tection ; the Mexicans professed not to fear the Indians; and
henceforth there would probably be no further molestation
by whites.
As a phase of the exploration of the West then being
conducted, a thorough examination of the Santa Fe trail
was planned for 1844.61 But the only explorer to visit the
trail that year was Lieutenant John C. Fremont on his return from California to which he had travelled in the preceding year. Hitting the Arkansas at the end of June, he
reached Bent's Fort on July 1. Not long after leaving that
place, he turned away from the river to explore the Kansas;
60. Connelley, loco cit., 249ff. contains Cooke's report; he also described the expedition in. an unsatisfactory dialogue fashio·n in his Scenes and Adventures in the
Army, 231ft'. Cf. Publications of the Nebraska State Historical Society, XX (1922),
122; Niles Register, LXV (Sept. 9, 1843), 19. Army awl Navy Chronicle, II (Aug.
1, Sept. 7, 1843), 206-207, 303.
61. Report of Secretary of War, 1843, 172, Report of J. J. Abert, chief of the
corps of topographical engineers, Nov. 1.
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so although he travelled in the direction of the trail, he was
~ome distance away from it. The continuation of exploration and preparations for possible war with Mexico again
brought him to the trail in 1845. Of his journey from the
frontier of Missouri to Bent's Fort over the trail no account
exists in priIlt, for he regarded that place as his real point
of departure and began the story there in his account. 62
After two weeks at the trading posts he went west to 9alifornia and an important part in its conquest. Lieutenant
James W. Abert, whom he detach~d, entered Mexican territory to the south, followed the Purgatory and the upper
Santa Fe trail to within sixty-five miles of Santa Fe, the
closest American troops had gone to the capital of New
~exico since Pike. 63 After exploring the Canadian and
Washita rivers, Abert reached Fort Gibson on October 2l.
Three days before Fremont arrived at Bent's Fort, Colonel
Kearny had left there with his dragoons. The chief purpose
of Kearny's campaign was the protection of the Oregon
trail, over which he had travelled from Fort Leavenworth
to South Pass, between May 18 and June 30. From the
Platte he had journeyed over a natural road to the Arkansas,
striking it above Bent's Fort on July 26. The remainder of
the march was along the Santa Fe trail. Passing Chouteau's
Island August 5, the expedition camped at the crossing, on
the seventh and on Walnut creek five days later. For the
three hundred miles from the great bend of the Arkansas to
Fort Leavenwort4 through Council Grove eleven days were
taken.- The colonel recommended dragoon expeditions rather
than posts for the protection of the trail.\!4 But Abert, in
the event that the United States extenqed its territory to the
Rio Gra:nde, proposed a site fqr a post between Bent's Fort
62. John C. Fremont, Memoirs of My Life (Chicago, N. Y., 1887), 424ff.
63. J. W. Abert, Report of an Expedition on the Upper Arkansas and through
the Country of the Comanche Indians, in the Fall of the Year 181,5, Senate document,
no. 438, 29 cong., 1 sess.
64. S. W. Kearny, Report of a su""",er campaign to the Rocky Mountains, &"
in 181,5, St. Louis, Sept. 15, 181,5, Senate document, no. 1, 29 cong., 1 sess., 210-213.
Stephen W. Kearny had quit Columbia College and joined the army at the outbreak of the War of 1812. He had succeeded Dodge as colonel of the First Dragoons
in 1836.
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and Taos, which, with the post contemplated' for the Arkansas, would, control the whole region.
Except for the year 1843, when Tex:as adopted the unwise policy of freebooting upon the traders, it is doubtful if
escorts were needed to pr'otect the trail. While a few traders
were favored with troops, many went without them; to
supply all was impossible. Not often did the Indians venture to attack the well-armed caravans, some of which even
carried along cannon; for it was not Indian military science
to risk losing many warriors. Real Indian raiding did not
begin until after the Mexican war, and then a whole line of
forts were erected along the trail, some on sites recommended years before.
When war with Mexico came, use was made of the experience gathered upon the trail. For the conquest of New
Mexico Colonel Kearny was selected and made a brigadier
general. With him was Cooke, who was soon appointed
lieutenant colonel of the Mormon battalion which he led to
California, whither marched Kearny after his occupation of
Santa Fe. At the battIe oi""'San Pasqual on December 6,
1846 died Captain Moore, who had been with Cooke in 1843,
and Lieutenant A. R. Johnston, who had been with Boone in
the same year. Lieutenant Abert performed topographical
duty connected with the conquest of New Mexico. For their
march to California the First Dragoons had been seasoned
by their marches on the Santa ,Fe traii.
Wi£shirigton, D. C·

